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Could you tell me the next time that you're choking? 

Hl run right over to shove some dirt right down your throat 
Its nothing | have against you 


Yourre just a creep and you cant remember the last five years 


The first time Dave throws a punch, James isn't ready for it. 


The fist connects with the side of his skull and he goes to his knees, dazed, silenced by the impact. Cartoon 
stars spin around his head as he struggles to make sense of things. The pain floods in after. 


Behind closed doors, Dave has been nothing but gentle with him - sweet, even - so it's the betrayal that 


wounds him worst of all. 


Dave's denim calves are the only thing he can see until his eyes refocus, and a shape in the middle distance 


grows and becomes Lars who settles at his side, arm encircling his shoulders. A lit cigarette butt lands on the 


pavement before them and he watches a shabby high top twist back and forth over it, grinding it apart into 
fibers, paper, blackened tobacco. 


Humiliation washes over him as Dave turns to walk away, and he shrugs Lars off, rejecting the offer of pity. 


He and Dave tease each other; its always been their way. It's the very thing that led to playing grab-ass, 
which itself led to all the rest of it - the touching, the kissing, the sex. James anticipated nothing more than a 
genial punch on the arm or some equivalent response to the toothless joke he's just made at Dave's expense. 
But a drunken Dave is a fucking hurricane and the brutal punishment James has consequently received is a 


wake-up call. 


James has, up until now, borne witness to Dave's fury unleashed only elsewhere. On Ron. On hecklers in a 
crowd. Manifested as a nasty sucker punch to some cretin in a dive bar. Fool that he is, James believed 
himself sheltered from the tumult; that their involvement, entanglement, that undefined thing between them, 
would guarantee him safe harbor. The sudden blow of Dave's fist has shattered that mirage. He is set adrift. 


He clambers to his feet, pretending he's let Dave walk away because he's the bigger man, but really, really he 
wants to wring his neck. To kick him at the back of the knees. Take him down to the ground. 


"Not worth it," he mutters to Lars, a weak cover for his shame, and Lars nods but they both know those are 
empty words. 


The next time, he knows it's coming and supposes it's his own fault. See, he's kicked Dave's dog. He swears he 


was only trying to move it off Ron's car, its nails carving up the paint job, and with Ron afraid of Dave as 


much as the dog, he had to be the one to stand up for his friend 


They snipe at each other until Dave can't take it any longer and he attacks, his right hook bolting out fast as 
lightning. James moves the wrong way and now his lip is bloody and he's swearing and kicking and flailing at 
Dave, but Dave's already stepped too far aside and James will ruin the drum kit if he rushes him. Pitching the 
other direction, he knocks a mic stand to the living room floor and storms toward the kitchen to grab a wet 


towel for his mouth. 


"What in the living hell is your problem?" he cries, the question rhetorical. 
And he thinks that's the end of it. 


But Dave has followed him, and now instead of the sympathetic arm of Lars over his shoulder, it's the violent 
claw of Dave around his neck Then they are both on the floor, trying and failing to pin each other's arms, and 
it devolves into them tearing at each other's hair, fistfuls of waves twisted around long fingers, and James is 


reminded of the girl fight he saw one lunch period back in high school. Dave gets him into a submission hold, 


the very one he's used on him a dozen times in private, and James spits in his face, but he's lost, he knows it, 


and again, Lars is watching. 
"That's for kicking a puppy," Dave grits out. 
"I didn't mean t -" he yelps before he's cut off by Dave's sweaty wrist across his mouth. 


He opens his palms in surrender. 


Lars holds a bag of frozen peas over James’ face while he stares out his bedroom window at the single sliver 
of night sky visible between the houses and thinks about smothering Dave with a pillow. The bottle of liquor in 
his hand only helps a little. It dampens the physical soreness but dredges up something else, something hostile 
that dances in the periphery, threatening to take its place. He drinks it anyway. 


After that fight, James stops going to Dave's room at night. Dave stops coming to his. They don't talk about 
whatever it was that they had, and either way, it's over now. He secretly vows never to let Dave disgrace him 


agai n. 


And he doesn't. Because months later he ships Dave away across the country and washes his hands of him 
for years on end. Never lets himself look back at the memory of that fluffy, red head between his thighs. 
Forgets the scent of his bedsheets. 


And Dave embarrasses himself over and over, publicly baiting James and the rest of them, but James doesn't 
stoop to his level. He lets the lack of response speak for itself while he mentally catalogs each slight. If he's 
bothered by Dave's words, no one is the wiser. It's a knowledge he keeps for himself. 


He catches him out of the corner of his eye, and he's hard to miss because he's ghost-white from the neck 
down, a beacon on a beach of golden sand and tanned bodies. 


James does a double take because he doubts his eyes. It's already past six-thirty, the sun partway to the sea, 
and the figure is backlit beyond certain recognition. Plus, he's had one too many. Lars, his companion on this 
beach day, has dozed off for the entire afternoon, leaving James to kill time by digging beer after beer out of 
the Coleman nestled between their chairs. 


So, he's drunk again So, sue him. 


Against his better judgment (not that he's operating with any) he takes a risk and calls out his name and 


waves him down, waking Lars up in the process. 
"No way," says Lars. "What are the chances?" 


Dave is alone. Something crosses his face that looks like resignation before his lip curls into a sneer, then a 
smile, and he sidles up to them, gives each a hug that's both one-armed and half-assed. 


"What brings you fellas down this way?" Dave asks them, though James knows he's playing dumb. 
"Got a show in Irvine tomorrow," James tells him. "Couple shows." 


"I thought | heard some rumour about you being on tour in Europe. Is that right? It's been so long since I've 


heard anyone mention it.” He makes a little satisfied hum, fiddles with the t-shirt he's carrying. 


The Damaged Justice tour has been their biggest yet; by all accounts a huge success. News of it would have 


been impossible to avoid, and Dave's feigned ignorance is so easy to see through, it might as well be glass. 


"Nope. Here we are" He spreads his hands. "Haven't been to Europe for, like, a year," but you knew that, James 
doesn't say, giving Dave the benefit of the doubt, because who knows? Maybe he's changed. 


"You must be getting pretty tired of the grind," Dave says, and right away James can tell that, no, he hasn't 
changed, as he watches Dave's eyelids go heavy the same way they always did when he was hatching a real 


zinger. He holds his tongue, and James knows that means he's letting it incubate. 
‘Is been nutty," Lars starts. 


James zones out. Stares at the orange lines the waves make, the sun's reflection flashing in the ripples like a 
caution light. He hears Lars recounting a play-by-play of the past year but he's contentedly swimming in his 
buzz and doesn't much feel like reliving it all again. Instead, he watches the evening wind flit through the palms 


and listens to the crashing of the tide, and thinks. 


Dave's a mess. Which, James realizes, is saying a lot coming from himself, considering he's been on a bender 
for upwards of a week now. Everything since Reno has been a blur, if he's honest. But, Dave. Dave is strung 
out. His hair is frizzy; its former luster that James once so admired, gone. His eyes are red-rimmed and dull. 
If rumors are to be believed, he's failed out of rehab for the second time. James should probably feel bad for 


him. He waits for sympathy to settle in 


I+ doesn't. 


Minutes later, the sound comes back in on the conversation. Dave is snarky. Dave is bitter. He's going on about 


the latest problems with his band, or somesuch. 


"You think you have the kind of people that are in it for the long haul, and then it turns out that they wanna 
change stuff up," Dave is saying, as tiresomely sulky as ever. "They forget what the foundation is - and the 
foundation is my songwriting. But, no big loss. Those two really stunk, anyway." 


For a moment James remembers what he saw in Dave, the western glow flattering him as his lips turn up into 


a smile. 


But then he goes on, "Our new guy - | knew he was no slouch when he filled in for us at soundcheck | said, 
‘even this tech could drum the pants off Lars Ulrich" 


James wonders why he bothered to flag him over when he should have known his blowhard attitude would 
spoil a perfectly good day. "Low-hanging fruit," he mumbles, and Lars gives him an injured look before he turns 
back to Dave, unwilling to let the veiled insult rest. 


"Real clever, Dave. This, again?" Lars isn't faking his fatigue - he did, after all, just wake up - and it's obvious 
in his tone. "We have a nice time, you and |, the last few times | see you, and now you're back to the digs." 
Lars alternately flips his hair, covers his chin, wipes at his mouth as he talks. One gesticulating hand plunges 


into the cooler and roots around before he looks up at James with disdain. James has consumed all the beer. 


"Kidding," Dave says. He starts right back up again though, because his hatchling has finally grown legs. "So do 
you have the sound guys turn off Newsted's feed when you play the new stuff, or..?" 


As if James hasn't heard some variation over and over on that for the past year. He's not interested in 


playing this game with Dave, too. Knows any explanation will sound like an excuse. 

"Very funy." Lars is prepared with the party line. "The bass just got lost in the mix. It's there." 

Dave's fingers worry at the tie of his shorts, front and center on his wasting frame. James focuses on the 

bones of his wrists and elbows, too thick and knobby to be supporting so little weight. His mouth works lazily 
against his words, fighting whatever downers he's got in his system this time. "That's not the story around 

town. | haven't listened to it myself, so I'll just have to trust you." 

Bullshit, he didn't listen to it. Lars shoots James a look. Classic Dave. James is having none of it. 

"It wasn't like that, bud." 


Dave could always sense when James was less than amused, and, just like him to do, he pushes his luck. 


"Sure, it wasn't. Wonder how long it'll take Newsted to figure out he isn't worth shit to you beyond a warm 
body on the stage." He turns to James. "Or a warm body in your bed." 


James rolls his eyes. "You got no idea what you're talking about." 

"Sounds like you have been keeping tabs on us," Lars says with an icy smile, like he's caught Dave out. 
"Nah, | just remember how you are" He may be replying to Lars, but he's still only looking at James. 
"What's the matter Dave, feeling a little extra sensitive today?" 


Dave kicks a bit of sand at James. It's an act that could be construed as playful, flirtatious even, if James 
wants to read it that way. And maybe that's how Dave means it. He's got a grin on his face, after all. 


But the wick is alight and James is past stamping it out. Maybe he could stop himself if he tried, but the urge 
to hit something is burning up from his fingers already and his cord is much shorter than it used to be. He 
smacks the forearm of his right hand with the palm of his left, launching his empty can back at Dave. It 
bounces off his chin and, sure enough, that minor provocation is plenty. 

James gets a full spray of sand to the eyes in return. 

A big wave breaks. 

The fuse runs out. 


He's up from his seat and pushes Dave with both hands, hard. 


Dave is caught off-guard and stumbles, the uneven beach giving his already precarious balance a run for its 


money. He looks shocked and maybe just the slightest bit excited that James dare pick a fight. 


Dave recovers and squares up to him, and by the tilt of his chin James can tell that he's not pretending this 


is going to be some friendly match. It is a competition, and he means to come out on top. 
"Are you sure you wanna do this? It hasn't gone so well for you in the past, or did you forget that part?" 
"It was a long time ago. You're the only one still living in the past, Dave." 


He's barely finished his sentence before Dave puts a big, bony hand on James' face, fingers poking at his eyes, 
catching in his nose ring, and pushes It's so bold, so personal, that he's stricken dumb and slack-mouthed for a 
second, mindful only of the familiar taste of the sweat on his one-time-lover's palm. He's slow to retaliate, the 
effect of which has Dave believing he's gotten the better of James, yet again, but Dave's judged it wrongly 
and for his hubris he's rewarded with a mighty wallop to his smug face. 


Unfortunately for Dave, James didn't take his rings off to come to the beach. The force of that hit alone 


should be enough to deter any normal person from continuing the fight, James thinks as he shakes out his 


hand. He expects Dave to stagger back, slink away, tend to his wound, know when he's bested. But that isn't 
what happens. 


Dave's face is cherry red and mottled where the metal caught his cheekbone. His eyes are narrowed to slits, 
glinting black and amber in the slant of the light. James feels the turn of the earth, envisions them in a 
bygone age. There, they pace away from each other, pivot to shoot, Dave's eyes piercing him across the 


length of a dusty, pitted road. 


Lars is yelling his name from somewhere on his right, but he's not paying attention to that. He's focused 
straight ahead at his adversary. 


They rest a beat with bated breath, gunslingers in a sundown final stand. 


A bullet burns through the atmosphere. James manages to grasp in time that it's Dave's fist exploding toward 
him, and he dodges the worst of it, the blow glancing off his collarbone. He steps in, clips Dave once in the face 
again, and then in the gut, but Dave's ready with muscles tensed and so his fist does little damage. His brow 
bone erupts in pain from a jab he didn't see coming, and in a blind rage, he tackles Dave to the ground, the 
force of his body rolling them over into the cool, hard-packed sand at the water's edge. Dave makes a futile 
attempt to knee James in the stomach but since James has momentum on his side, the knee does nothing. 
James presses his advantage to get off a couple more hits, but its all he can do to defend against Dave's 
scrappy limbs. He's losing the upper hand. He thinks fast. 


James whips his head forward and his skull collides with Dave's nose. Something crunches. 


Dave's making choking sounds now, but that doesn't keep him from bringing a fist up under James’ jaw, and 


James watches the horizon line jiggle, his teeth clacking loudly against each other. 


He isn't quick enough to stop Dave from wriggling out from underneath him. He's scrambling away from James, 
leaving a crimson tinge to the seafoam in his wake, but James crawls after him and captures him by the 
throat; slams him down sideways. He clings to his back so he can't get away. Dave's heels dig in over and over, 


dragging their two bodies around to carve out a spiral in the sand before the water rushes up to obscure it. 


James flips Dave onto his back and straddles his chest; puts his full weight on him. Every wave bubbles up 
around them, half-drowning Dave, his loose curls floating up and down with the pull of the ocean. The strained 
hutf-hutf as he gasps for air through the blood and the sea is the only sound that penetrates the deafening 
roar of James’ own heart pounding in his ears. He knows Lars is trying to pull him off, but he doesn't pay him 


much mind, for nothing can calm the tempest that rages between himself and Dave. 
James punches him in the mouth once. 


Twice. 


Its not lost on him that he's destroying the very part of Dave he once liked best. He spies a savagely split lip 
when he pulls his hand back for a third blow, and it's going to be a knockout, he can feel it, sees Dave's eyes 
blazing with desperation before he brings the hammer down - but he's caught around the wrist, the killing 


blow thrown off course by Lars who as always, is at his side. 

"Not. Worth it" Lars says. He pulls his head around so they are eye to eye and James sees just how reckless 
he's been by the expression with which he's met. "James," he pants. He's breathless. They are both breathless. 
"James. It's over. It's done." 

He glances back down at Dave. Pitiful Dave, who won't meet his eye any longer. James stands and frees him. 
Dave sucks in rapid breaths. Heaves. Rolls to his hands and knees to expel a mouthful of blood. James leaves 


him there, driftwood in the receding tide. 


"Thanks for-," he says to Lars. For what? Always being there? It's too sappy, and he can't say it aloud so he 
leaves it open. He claps him on the shoulder and splashes out of the surf. 


He folds up his chair, picks up the empty cooler, and heads to the parking lot without a look back. Maybe Lars 
will help Dave up. Hell if he cares. 


"You play emotional roulette 

| aint seen no winners yet 

You know you're dancing in the dark 

Stay away, | ain't your mark" 

"They're breaking up," Dave said. He reached to his beside table without looking and grabbed a pack of smokes. 
He pulled the book of matches out from where it was tucked inside and offered a cigarette to James by 
means of waving it in the air. James crinkled his nose. Shook his head ‘no’. 

"Where did you hear that? | heard they replaced him already." 

Dave didn't answer him, exactly, his eyes gone glassy in contemplation. "A fast replacement for Fast Eddie..." 
James was quiet while Dave pressed the head of the match across the red strip. It sizzled over the muffled 


pound of Lars' Motörhead record spinning in the other room where he waited impatiently for them. Band 


practice would be starting soon 


"Mustve had too many issues they couldn't get over," James said. He knelt on the mattress to lift the window 
up and Dave's smoke wafted past him, the pressure differential sucking it out. 


It has to be brutal switching out your guitar player in the middle of a tour, though,’ Dave said. "You would 
think they would at least try to make it work, you know? It's hard to believe it could have been bad enough to 
warrant all that." He scratched his chest where his necklace tickled the soft hairs. "I'd never do that to you 


guys," he said, sincere for once. 


James watched his hand skate down past his stomach - that strong and delicate hand the only barrier 
between his bare body and the cooling air. James had already pulled on his own shirt and underwear. Back then 


he didn't like eyes on him after it was all done; wasn't yet confident in his own appeal. Dave was the opposite. 
They listened to the music rumbling through the wall, not speaking. Dave smoking. James pensive. James 
watching Dave. 

‘h every game you hold the ace 

But you aint even in my race 

You'll never realize just why 

its just been hello, goodbye" 

Aware of James' hooded eyes upon him, Dave slowly wet his lips, grazed his fingertips along his own thigh, 
basking in the admiration like a seal on a sunlit rock. He was so self-assured in his own skin, his muscles taut 
and dense; the body of an athlete. James was equal parts jealous and reverent. 


And, not for the first time, he couldn't resist asking it, even at the risk of sounding desperate: "Wanna go 


again?" 
Dave blew smoke in his face. 


James ripped the cigarette from his hand and tossed it out the open window into the too-dry grass below, but 
he could only think about a less literal sort of fire as he pushed his underwear back down and pressed his 
parted lips onto Dave's. 


Dave flipped James onto his back and slipped between his legs; put his full weight on him. The sheet tangled up 
around them, half-trapping James, Dave's loose curls swaying back and forth in the pull of the breeze. The 
strained huff-huff as James gasped for air through the pressure and the slick slide was the only sound that 
penetrated the accelerating tempo of his own heart beating in his ears. He knew Lars was knocking on the door, 


but he didn't pay him much mind, for nothing could tame the passion that raged between himself and Dave. 


James kissed him on the mouth once. 
Twice. 


Of all the weird and beautiful and ugly parts of Dave, it was his face he always liked best. He spied rosy, bitten 
lips when he pulled back for a third time, and Dave was getting close, it was going to be an earth-shaker, he 
could feel it, watched Dave's eyes blazing with adoration as he forced James’ hips down Delirious, he caught 
him around the wrist, sucking and biting at his fingers, and by then he'd already forgotten about Fast Eddie 


and Motörhead and Lars outside the door and his mind was blank except for Dave, Dave, Dave.. 


Dave, Dave, Dave. 


James flexes his hand It looks fine, but he still hurts all over. Lars tells him the hand's not going to get better 
if he keeps playing, but what is he supposed to do? Not practice until Rio? 


He knows that's only part of it, because it doesn't explain the rest of the pain 


At first he'd felt a weight lifted from his shoulders. He'd walked around drunk on whiskey and vodka and 
victory until the last So-Cal show was done, but the moment he gave the booze a rest, he discovered that 


the weight wasn't gore. It had only shifted position Settled into his chest. 
He thinks he might give Dave a call. Apologize. 


But the more he ruminates on it, the more the soft moments he'd buried so deeply come back sharp, cutting 


him up. Brittle shards of mirror everywhere. 
So instead of calling Dave he just. Doesn't. 


Instead, he wonders when it happened. Where along the line he became someone who meted out punishment 


with his fists; someone that he didn't recognize. 


He's in the shower alone with his thoughts when he realizes that it was never really about Dave, not any of it. 
The ache he's trying to soothe away with the warm water isn’t going anywhere, and he knows now that it's 
been a part of him all along. Even before the drinking exacerbated it. It's in Dave, too. Its the very core of 
what they share. James, a study in barely-healed scars. Dave, the wounded child set loose upon the world. 


Dave, the exaggerated reflection of James, himself. 


James doesn't want to look at it anymore. He sweeps up the pieces of memory, shutting away their glittery 
surfaces, making sure not to stare too long, for it's his own face he's wrecking when they play his shame back 


for him over and over again. 


He is exhausted. He just wants the heaviness between his ribs to go away. 


He picks up the bottle. 


